DD 1
I was leading a multiprofessional teaching session with a group of practice placement educators the other day and the usual issue of the professional dress code came up. One occupational therapist 2 made the comment that he did not feel that students were being professional when they turned up to work with a nose stud, body piercings or a tattoo. A couple of other group members reacted to this by stating that they had piercings and that this did not in any way affect their competence as a therapist or their ability to maintain a professional relationship with clients.
There was some degree of tension in the room and, because this was not the main focus of the discussion, I did not want to get into major debate about qualified staff and dress code. I did, however, say that Wolfensberger (1995) had some very interesting things to say about working with people who are devalued within society, which could relate to staff dress code, and suggested that people could discuss this with me in the break if they so wished.
No one approached me in the break but what did happen was that when the group reassembled, the man who had made the initial comment apologised to the rest of the group in case he had caused any offence to the people present and said that the comments made by other people had made him reconsider his own prejudices.
JT
I think that this is an issue that occupational therapy practitioners and educators grapple with on a day-to-day basis. I think that they should do so because we are preparing students in the best way that we possibly can, to work as professionals, with a wide range of service users.
Students themselves are exposed to a subculture of 'student life'. Younger students particularly (and rightly so) can experience their time at university as an opportunity for experimenting, which will include how they present themselves to others. In my time as a lecturer, I have seen students with piercings (I have a nose piercing myself!), students with tattoos, others with multicoloured hair, others wearing chains and ripped jeans, some showing their bellies and others showing their underwear! At various times I have tutted and disapproved or even felt cheered by these displays of creativity, fashion and rebellion.
I remember having a conversation with a student seeking admission onto the programme who had an alternative appearance due to, in part, her radical hairstyle and multiple piercings. I asked her what impact she thought she would have if she had a placement on an older person's unit. She explained to me, patiently, that 6 weeks before the placement she would start to 'normalise' her appearance, so that she would not cause offence and would blend into the unit. That level of insight was enough to convince me that she would be suitable for our programme and, indeed, she proved to be an excellent therapist.
When Goffman (1959) wrote about people presenting themselves in social interactions, he called this 'personal front'. An individual's appearance gives clues to others about social status and from this they might infer how that person is likely to behave. On the whole, people expect congruence between social role and personal front, otherwise there is confusion.
Opinion
Personal presentation is a way of expressing one's identity. The appearance of the student or the occupational therapist in the workplace is part of his or her professional persona. Discomfort and debate can occur when an individual's appearance conflicts with role expectations. It is part of the occupational therapy educator's task to teach students the principles of professional behaviour and presentation.
Based on a lunchtime discussion between three occupational therapy lecturers and underpinned by theory, this opinion piece presents some of the arguments surrounding the presentation of the self and what is required in order to work most effectively alongside the service user. Wolfensberger (1995) would take this further by helping us to consider the professional presentation of self and how that could have an impact upon the client. He made the point that there are certain groups of people in society who are held in low regard socially or are devalued by the general population because they present in some way as different. This, in turn, may lead to discrimination.
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That could include many of the people that occupational therapists work with.
DD
Yes, it could. The goal of social role valorisation (SRV, the successor to normalisation) is the 'creation, support and defence of valued social roles for people at risk of devaluation' (Wolfensberger 1995 , cited in Atherton 2003 . Choice and respect are significant principles in this theory. Choice relates to people being supported in making choices about options and consequences, whereas respect is about supporting people to develop and maintain a positive reputation. 
JT
DD
That is an interesting point and I am not sure that SRV fully addresses that. My understanding is that, according to SRV, devalued people need to be associated with those things that are respected and held in esteem within the wider social context. This would serve to compensate for devaluation (the conservatism corollary) as opposed to being associated with those things that are ordinary/typical or marginal. SRV is a theory that makes assertions about what can be expected to happen or is likely to happen in a given situation; it does not say that there is a set procedure or law that must be followed, but predicts the likely outcome (Race 2003) .
JT
Oh, so what this means is that within the university one of our students can wear low-slung jeans showing her fashionable thong with no consequences, but on placement it might have unfavourable consequences for the client.
KP
Well, what about personal choice? Why should that student compromise her personal choice just because the educator does not like it? We must be sure that this kind of judgement is based on professionalism and the Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct (College of Occupational Therapists 2005) rather than on personal taste or prejudices.
DD
As a theory, SRV accepts that some principles may clash with others; for example, the conservatism corollary against personal choice. This suggests that people need to make informed choices, but also to understand the likely implications or consequences of those choices. Paid professionals, therefore, need to be aware of the likely outcomes of their choices regarding personal presentation when working with people and also need to be aware that a marginalised presentation of self may have an impact on service users in a negative way.
From this theoretical background, it could be said that when we are paid to work with people who are devalued within society, we have a professional duty to ensure that our dress and presentation are such that they will support those people in developing and maintaining valued roles. If we choose to adopt an unconventional form of dress or presentation, we may have other valued roles that protect us from devaluation; however, those people who are in a more vulnerable position do not have the same degree of protection and are liable to run the risk of double devaluation.
If our dress code is considered to be outside that which is regarded positively by society, our clients /patients may be negatively valued by our association with them. Wolfensberger (1995) called this the deviancy image juxtaposition. In that case, we could be lacking in professionalism and providing a disservice, which links back to what would be considered to be the norm for the individual within his or her social context.
KP
I can see what Wolfensberger (1995) is saying about some groups in society being 'doubly devalued'. When I was working in a community mental health care team, I was the occupational therapist for a male client aged 17 years whose treatment goal was to attend a weekly course at the local college. As he required support to do this, I had to consider seriously who would be the most appropriate person to accompany him, especially as one of the aims was to help him to socialise and integrate with his peers. I therefore thought that it would be more appropriate if someone of a similar age and possibly gender could support him in this setting, rather than someone like me who might look like his mother /probation officer /social worker.
Reflecting on your comments about Wolfensberger, it would have been inappropriate for the person accompanying the client to draw unnecessary attention to himself or herself because this would not aid social inclusion. It could be argued that rather than achieving social inclusion, this client could be marginalised because of the appearance of the person supporting him, rather than his unseen mental health problem.
I think that as a professional, in order to give your client the 'best' service, you have to recognise that your presence can have a profound effect on the intervention and that sometimes compromises have to be made. This leads on to the point that was made earlier, which is that as a professional perhaps you have to accept that what you do in your personal time is up to you; however, there may be times in your work life when your personal views / beliefs /norms have to take second place to the needs of the clients.
JT
And this might compromise your political /personal self as well as your taste and personal fashion.
But what we are saying is that it is fine to present yourself in a challenging way, as long as you have enough insight and knowledge of the world to adapt in order to do your job effectively. I think that this is hinted at within the Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct (College of Occupational Therapists 2005, section 4.2). Wearing a T-shirt which has a challenging logo across the front might be appropriate when working on an adolescent unit; then again it might not. The wise professional needs to make a judgement that will ensure that the therapeutic self includes some consideration of what impact the presentation of self will have. Part of being a professional is to consider the impact that your self-presentation will have on the service user within his or her social context (Will I make the service user stand out? Will I help him or her to fit in?).
I think I have been won over by Wolfensberger …
